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This study proposes and tests a number of hypotheses about opinion leaders in the domain of 
consumer electronics and their use of external search channels. Based on the results of a 
survey among 1872 consumers, opinion leaders in the domain of consumer electronics are 
found to most likely be young working males without children. The use of different search 
channels by opinion leaders is related to the degree of opinion leadership through an inverted 
U-shape. This study shows that these relationships are in fact explained by the respondents’ 
knowledge about the product category. Finally, the theoretical and managerial implications 
are discussed. 
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1.  Introduction 
 
Since  the  Second  World  War  many  studies  have  been  conducted  on  the  role  of  opinion 
leaders  in  communication  processes  and  the  diffusion  of  innovations.  Notable  works  are 
‘Personal  Influence’  by  Katz  and  Lazarsfeld  (various  editions)  and  Everett  M.  Rogers’ 
famous book ‘Diffusion of Innovations’ (various editions). Opinion leaders are defined as 
individuals that exert an unequal amount of influence on the decisions of others (Robertson, 
1971; Rogers, 2003; Rogers & Cartano, 1962). Opinion leaders are usually associated with 
politicians, popes or pop stars, but are also found in any level of society  (Shah & Scheufele, 
2006). The opinion leader brings new norms and ideas into a social system (Rogers 2003) and 
thus functions as a critical information broker between the social system and the external 
environment. This process is called the two-step flow model (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1964). The 
first  step  is  the  flow  of  information  from  outside  the  system  (through  mass  media,  for 
example) to the opinion leaders. The second step is the flow of information from the opinion 
leaders to the rest of the social system. In the literature, opinion leadership is normally not 
considered as a general trait over all knowledge domains, but is instead related to a single 
product domain (Robertson 1971; Flynn et al 1996).  
Since  the  concept  has  been  introduced,  many  researchers  from  different  disciplines  (e.g 
political science (Nisbet, 2006; Weimann, 1991), marketing (Flynn, Goldsmith, & Eastman, 
1996; Meyers & Robertson, 1972; Ruvio & Shoham, 2007; Venkatraman, 1989) and health 
(Berwick, 2003; Lomas et al., 1991)), have made their contributions to the literature. In the 
vast amount of literature, some gaps can still be identified. According to Nisbet (2006), past 
research has mainly focussed on the supply of information by opinion leaders (see Berwick, 
2003; Flynn, Goldsmith, & Eastman, 1996; see Weimann & Brosius, 1994, p. p.16), which 
corresponds to the second step in the two-step flow model. Less attention is paid to the first 
step: the search for information by opinion leaders (see Ruvio & Shoham, 2007; see Shah &   4 
Scheufele, 2006). Further, the generalizations that have been made in literature, e.g., that 
opinion leaders are more in contact with mass media channels, are more cosmopolitan and 
have greater social participation (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1964; Robertson, 1971; Rogers, 2003), 
often lack a theoretical framework that explains why an opinion leader would use a particular 
channel  when  searching  for  information.  The  theory  of  knowledge  based  learning  about 
innovations by Van Rijnsoever and Castaldi (2008) can be applied to explain this search for 
new  information  by  opinion  leaders,.  Van Rijnsoever  and Castaldi  study  how  the  use of 
search channels for new ideas is related to the size of the existing knowledge base of the 
actor. The hypothesis is that the use of information search channels by opinion leaders is 
explained by their knowledge base about the specific product domain.  
By  applying  the  theory  of  knowledge  based  learning,  this  study  aims  to  discover  the 
relationship  between  opinion  leadership  and  the  use  of  a  large  variety  of  channels  of 
communication, both in general and related to information search in the adoption process of 
new products.  
Past  studies  have  shed  light  on  the  characteristics  of  opinion  leaders  in  various  product 
domains, (e.g. fashion (Darden & Reynolds, 1972; Summers, 1970), food preparation (Corey, 
1971), automotives (Corey, 1971), IT-products (Chau & Hui, 1998) and politics (Shah & 
Scheufele, 2006)). To our knowledge, no recent study has been conducted to identify opinion 
leaders in the domain of consumer electronics. This adds practical implications to the results 
of this study, e.g., enabling sellers of consumer electronics to better adapt their marketing 
strategies to these characteristics.  
The next section develops a theoretical framework and hypotheses are formulated. This is 
followed by the methods for the empirical analysis and the results and implications (both 
theoretical and practical) are presented.  
2.  Theory 
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In  this  section,  three  theoretical  models  are  presented.  The  first  model  identifies  the 
characteristics  related  to  opinion  leadership  (model  1).  Next  to  knowledge  base,  only 
demographic characteristics are considered since these are relatively easy to use in strategies 
of segmented marketing.  
After this, hypotheses are formulated about the relationship between opinion leadership and 
the  general  use  of  communication  channels  (model  2).  General  use  of  communication 
channels is defined as the time spent on certain communication channels. This general use 
does not need to be related to information search in the adoption process, but might also be 
for leisure (for instance, watching TV). The final part of the theory will focus explicitly the 
relationship  between  opinion  leadership  and  the  use  of  search  channels  in  the  adoption 
process of new consumer electronics (model 3). This is the degree to which the consumer 
perceives to have used channels when searching for information about new innovations. The 
three models are displayed graphically in figure 1.  
 
 
Insert Figure 1 about here 
 
 
Characteristics of opinion leaders  
 
Knowledge base 
The  first  characteristic  that  will  be  considered  in  relation  to  opinion  leadership  is  the 
consumers’ knowledge base. This is the accumulated knowledge and experience that actors 
have gathered in the past (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). A good deal of evidence in literature 
indicates  that  the  size  of  the  knowledge  base  is  positively  related  to  opinion  leadership 
(Nisbet, 2006; Rogers, 2003; Shah & Scheufele, 2006; Shoham & Ruvio, 2008; Weimann, 
1991; Weimann, Tustin, van Vuuren, & Joubert, 2007), and innovativeness (Dickerson &   6 
Gentry, 1983; Rogers, 2003).  In fact, a large knowledge base forms an important aspect of 
the credibility of the opinion leader. Therefore the following hypothesis can be stated:  
 
Hypothesis 1.  The larger the knowledge base of consumers, the more likely they are 
to be opinion leaders. 
 
 
Socio-Demographic variables  
The  following  demographic  variables  are  included  in  this  study:  sex,  age,  the  household 
composition of the respondent, education level, the number of hours of paid labour per week, 
and the amount of inhabitants in the place of residence. These variables are also often used in 
studies on the adoption of innovations (Dickerson & Gentry, 1983; Im, Bayus, & Mason, 
2003;  Rogers,  2003).  Psychological  variables  and  attitudinal  measures  are  not  included, 
because relating these to opinion leadership can result in false correlations, due to common 
method biases (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). 
Although previous studies have not related opinion leadership to demographic characteristics 
in the domain of consumer electronics, many studies have related these characteristics to the 
knowledge base of the consumer or to innovativeness. Since opinion leaders have a higher 
knowledge base, these arguments can be used to predict opinion leadership.  
Mammes (2004) has shown that females are less interested in technologies; this should be 
reflected in their knowledge base and their degree of opinion leadership. Age has been found 
to  be  both  negatively  (Im,  Bayus,  &  Mason,  2003)  and  positively  related  (Dickerson  & 
Gentry,  1983)  to  knowledge  base.  Therefore  the  effect  of  age  on  opinion  leadership  is 
ambiguous.  The  results  of  previous  studies  did  not  provide  clear  evidence  for  effects  of 
household  composition  on  innovativeness  (Dickerson  &  Gentry,  1983;  Lee,  Lee,  & 
Schumann, 2002) or opinion leadership (Corey, 1971).  
Education level has also been found to be positively related to innovativeness (Dickerson & 
Gentry, 1983; Wejnert, 2002). Therefore a positive  relationship with opinion leadership is   7 
expected. The more hours of paid labour one has, the higher the income will be. This, in turn, 
is  positively  related  to  adoption  (Im,  Bayus,  &  Mason,  2003).  More  hours  of  work  also 
provide opportunities for more interaction with others outside of one’s own social circle. In 
this manner, new knowledge can be imported into the social circle. A positive relationship 
between hours of paid work and opinion leadership is thus expected. Income is not included 
as a separate variable, because education level, hours of paid labour and age explain a large 
part the variance of income (Advokaat, Chruchten van, Gouweleeuw, Schulte Nordholt, & 
Weltens, 2005). 
Finally, the amount of inhabitants in the place of residence has previously been found to be 
positively related to knowledge base (Tolnay, 1995; Wejnert, 2002), and should therefore also 
be positively related to opinion leadership.  
Most of the arguments provided for demographics are based on the argument that opinion 
leaders have more knowledge about the product domain than others. If this is true, then in a 
model corrected for knowledge base, the relationships between demographics and knowledge 
base should disappear.  
 
Hypothesis 2.  The relationship between demographic characteristics and opinion 
leadership is explained by knowledge base.   
 
Opinion leaders and the general use of communication channels  
 
After characterizing opinion leaders in consumer electronics, the channels of communication 
they use are now discussed. The use of a channel is defined as the actual time spent on using a 
specific communication channel for private purposes. Two types of communication channels 
are  considered  here:  personal  channels  and  mass  media  (Katz  &  Lazarsfeld,  1964).  The 
following personal channels are used in this research: (1) spending time with friends and 
family, (2) telephoning and (3) emailing and chatting. The following mass media channels are   8 
considered: (1) reading magazines and newspapers, (2) shopping, (3) surfing on the internet, 
(4) listening to the radio and (5) watching TV.  
According to the two-step flow model (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1964), opinion leaders use mass 
media to bring new information into a system. Therefore opinion leaders are expected to 
spend more time than others using mass media channels. Previous research has shown that 
opinion leaders are indeed more in contact with mass media (Rogers, 2003).  
 
Hypothesis 3.  There  is  a  positive  relationship  between  opinion  leadership  and 
general use of mass media communication channels. 
 
To pass the information from the mass media channels through to other members of a social 
system, opinion leaders also need to be more in contact with these other members (Katz & 
Lazarsfeld, 1964; Thomas W. Valente, 1995). Past research has shown that this is indeed the 
case (T. W. Valente, 1996). Therefore it is expected that:  
 
Hypothesis 4.  There  is  a  positive  relationship  between  opinion  leadership  and 
general  use of personal channels  
 
Research from the political sciences slightly refines this image. The amount of time spent 
watching television has been found to have no relationship with opinion leadership (Weimann 
& Brosius, 1994), neither negative or positive (Nisbet, 2006). Shah and Scheufele (2006) 
found  that  (political)  opinion  leadership  is  positively  associated  with  newspaper  use, 
information web use and civic engagement. They claim that use of a communication channel 
is related to the specific knowledge domain of an individual opinion leader. Opinion leaders 
mainly use the channels that enable them to expand their existing domain-specific knowledge 
base (Shoham & Ruvio, 2008). This leads to the following hypothesis:  
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Hypothesis 5.  The  relationship  between  opinion  leadership  and  the  use  of 
communication channels is explained by knowledge base.   
 
 
Opinion leaders and the use of search channels in the adoption process of consumer 
electronics 
  
The  third  research  model  focuses  on  the  search  for  information  about  innovations  using 
various  search  channels. 
The concept of knowledge base is used once again, to explain the search for information by 
opinion leaders. Van Rijnsoever and Castaldi (2008) developed a general model that relates 
the size of the knowledge base to the use of various search channels. Consumers search for 
new  ideas  and  information  that  builds  upon  their  current  knowledge  base,  because  they 
usually  lack  information  to  make  fully  rational  choices  (Bettman,  Luce,  &  Payne,  1998; 
Simon, 1955). Thus, expanding the knowledge base by searching for new information is a 
means to enable more rational choice making. Van Rijnsoever and Castaldi (2008) discern 
three types of search methods; (1) through own experience (internal search), (2) through local 
channels  and  (3)  through  non-local  channels.  Local  search  channels  are  the  relations  a 
consumer has with the people in his or her social environment with whom he or she has direct 
interaction (e.g. friends and family); non-local search channels are the information sources 
that do not require direct local-interaction with the consumer (e.g. watching TV, listening to 
the radio, and surfing the internet). This distinction runs parallel to the distinction between 
personal  influence  and  mass  media  communication  channels  (Katz  and  Lazarsfeld 1964), 
except  that  in  this  case,  the  influence  of  the  channels  for  information  search  is  under 
consideration, not the time spent using general communication channels. Each search method 
has its own costs in terms of effort to gather the  required information. Individuals try to 
minimize this search effort to get the required information (Moorthy, Ratchford, & Talukdar, 
1997; Ratchford, 1982). If a search method does not provide the required information, the   10 
individual has to resort to another channel. According to Van Rijnsoever and Castaldi (2008), 
searching  through  one’s  own  experience  requires  the  least  effort,  followed  by  personal 
channels and then by mass media channels, since mass media channels are less specific than 
personal channels (Katz & Gurevitch, 1973).  
 
The larger the knowledge base, the more an individual is able to absorb knowledge from his 
or her direct environment, because he or she is better able to place the information in its 
context (Rogers, 2003). A larger knowledge base means that the individual will be better able 
to make decisions without using search channels. The size of the knowledge base is thus 
positively related to the use of own experience. As already discussed, opinion leaders have a 
larger knowledge base than their followers (Weimann, Tustin, van Vuuren, & Joubert, 2007), 
therefore: 
 
Hypothesis 6.  The  higher  the  degree  of  opinion  leadership  of  a  consumer,  the 
larger the use of own experience when searching for information. 
 
Van Rijnsoever and Castaldi (2008) showed that the size of the knowledge base is related to 
personal search channels through an inverted U-shape. For an individual, it is attractive to use 
personal  search  channels  up  to  a  certain  critical  point  when  he  or  she  possesses  all  the 
knowledge  that  the  personal  search  channel  can  provide.  After  that  critical  point,  the 
likelihood of using personal search channels declines, because the personal search channels 
are not able to provide the required information anymore.  
 
Hypothesis 7.  The degree of opinion leadership of a consumer is related to the use 
of personal search channels in the form of an inverted U-shape. 
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If the individual can no longer use personal channels effectively and still has a desire for 
additional information, he or she has to rely on mass media search channels. The search using 
mass media channels will be positively related to the knowledge base up to the point that an 
individual has all the information available in the channel or, more likely, when the costs of 
retrieving the required information have become too high.  
 
Hypothesis 8.  The degree of opinion leadership of a consumer is related to mass 
media search channels  in the form of an inverted U-shape. 
 
The relationships proposed by Van Rijnsoever and Castaldi (2008) are graphically displayed 
in figure 2.  
 
Insert Figure 2 about here 
 
   
Finally, since these theoretical mechanisms have a knowledge-based explanation, the final 
hypothesis to be tested thus becomes:  
 
Hypothesis 9.  The  relationship  between  the  use  of  search  channels  and  opinion 
leadership is explained by knowledge base.   
 
3.  Methods 
 
Data collection and measurement 
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A survey was administered among Dutch consumers by students of a research methodology 
course
2. The respondents were approached in public places all over the Netherlands and asked 
whether they would fill in the questionnaire. The respondents were told that they could win a 
cheque of 20 euros if they participated. Quota by age groups and gender were used to ensure a 
representative sample. This resulted in a response of 2094 consumers, varying in age between 
16 and 88 years (mean = 44.3); 1046 respondents were male, 1048 were female.  
The scale developed by Flynn, et al. (1996) was used to measure opinion leadership. This is a 
validated  self-reported  scale  that  measures  opinion  leadership.  An  exploratory  principal 
components factor analysis revealed a uni-dimensional structure for the degree of opinion 
leadership. This factor was used as the variable for opinion leadership. 
Two types of consumer knowledge can be measured, objective and subjective (Mattila & 
Wirtz, 2002; Park, Mothersbaugh, & Feick, 1994): the objective knowledge is the amount of 
knowledge  the  consumer  actually  possesses,  the  subjective  knowledge  is  the  amount  of 
knowledge the consumer perceives to posses. In this study, the objective knowledge is used, 
since it can better be distinguished from opinion leadership in the measurement instrument. 
Measuring subjective knowledge as a predictor for perceived opinion leadership (which is 
also a subjective measure) in the same measurement instrument would induce a large risk of a 
common  method  bias  (Podsakoff,  MacKenzie,  Lee,  &  Podsakoff,  2003).  Therefore, 
knowledge base was measured by counting the number of products the respondent actually 
owned from a list of 15 consumer electronics products. The values for this variable were 
standardized. 
Further,  the  questionnaire  enquired  about  the  use  of  various  communication  channels  in 
general  and  the  use  of  search  channels  when  purchasing  new  consumer  electronics.  The 
general use of communication channels (both personal and mass media) was measured by the 
time spent on each of the channels for private purposes. The use of search channels was 
measured with a 5-point Likert scale that varied from “totally disagree” to “totally agree”. 
The search using personal channels variable was calculated by extracting one factor from the 
                                                 
2 This is the same dataset used by Van Rijnsoever and Castaldi (2008)   13 
indicators with a principal components analysis. The same was done for mass media search. 
The  exact  operationalization,  descriptive  statistics  and  explained  variances  by  the  factor 
analyses are provided in table 1, the valid N after listwise deletion is 1872.  
 





For each of the three theoretical models, a statistical model is fitted using OLS regression 
with different model specifications. In model 1, predicting opinion leadership (OL), the first 
specification contains “Knowledge Base” as independent variable (this tests hypothesis 1). 
The  standardized  residuals  from  the  estimation  are  saved  as  the  variable  “OL_KB.”  The 
residual  variable  represents  the  component  that  is  left  unexplained  by  the  independent 
variable. This means that it represents “OL”, corrected for the effects of “Knowledge Base”. 
Using these residuals in the models shows the effects of opinion leadership that do not depend 
on  other  variables.  The  second  specification  contains  only  the  demographic  variables  as 
predictors. To test hypothesis 2 the demographic variables are regressed on “OL_KB”, this 
shows what the effects of knowledge base are in the relationship between opinion leadership 
and demographics.  From this analysis the residual variable “OL_DEMKB” was saved.  
The second theoretical model predicts the general use of communication channels. The time 
spent on using each of the channels  is used  as dependent  variable  in an OLS  regression 
model, with  different  specifications.  The  independent  variable  in  the  first  specification  is 
“OL”; this tests hypotheses 3 and 4. In the second step “OL” is replaced by OL_KB and 
“Knowledge  Base”,  this  tests  hypothesis  5.  If  “Knowledge  Base”  is  significant,  and  the 
estimated coefficient for “OL_KB” becomes insignificant, then hypothesis 5 is confirmed. 
The third specification contains “OL_DEMKB”, “Knowledge Base” and the demographics as   14 
independent variables. This shows the effect of the demographics variables independent from 
the effects of “OL”.  
The  third  theoretical  model  predicts  the  use  of  search  channels  when  purchasing  new 
consumer  electronics.  To  test  the  hypotheses  6,  7  and  8,  “OL”  and  the  squared  term  of 
opinion leadership (“OLSQ”) are used to explain the search through the various channels. 
This is the first specification of the model. In the second specification “OL” and “OLSQ” are 
replaced by “OL_KB” and its squared term “OL_KBSQ”, to account for the effect of “OL” 
corrected  for  “Knowledge  Base”.  Further,  “Knowledge  Base”  and  its  squared  term 
“Knowledge Base SQ” are  added, this tests hypothesis 9.  If  the  estimated  coefficient  for 
“OL_KB” and “OL_KBSQ” become insignificant and “Knowledge Base SQ” is significant, 
then hypothesis 9 is confirmed. In the third specification, “OL_DEMKB”, its squared term 
“OL_DEMKBSQ”, “Knowledge  Base”, “Knowledge  Base  SQ” and the demographics  are 
used as independent variables. Findings that only explain a marginal part of the variance will 
be mentioned, but not discussed further. Since “Own Experience” is measured on a five point 
scale, ordinal  regression analysis  (McCullagh, 1980; McCullagh  & Nelder, 1998) is used 
instead of OLS regression. As pseudo R-square measure the Nagelkerke R-square is reported.       
4.  Results    
 
Table 2 presents the results of the first model. In specification 1, Hypothesis 1 is confirmed, a 
strong  positive  relationship  exists  between  knowledge  base  and  opinion  leadership.  The 
second specification shows that opinion leaders in consumer electronics are younger, more 
likely  to be  male,  and  work more hours per week. Consumers  living in households  with 
children  are  less  likely  to  be  opinion  leaders,  compared  to  consumers  living  in  other 
household types. The model with “OL_KB” as a dependent variable shows that the largest 
part  of  the  variance  originally  explained  by  the  demographics  is  in  fact  explained  by 
knowledge base. The adjusted R
2 decreases from 0.180 to 0.076. Hypothesis 2 is therefore 
confirmed. After correcting for knowledge base, most relationships remain the same. The   15 
only differences are that hours of labour is not significant anymore and that less-educated 
individuals are more likely to consider themselves to be opinion leaders, even though they do 
not necessarily have the knowledge base for this. However, this is only a small effect (0.2 % 
of explained variance). In total, the demographics and knowledge base explain 27,6 % of the 
variance of opinion leadership (model not shown here).          
  
Insert Table 2 about here 
 
 
Table 3 displays the results for the models that predict the general use of communication 
channels. The first specification of the model predicting mass media channels shows that 
“OL” is only positively related to “Internet”. There is a negative relationship between “OL” 
and “Papers & Magazines”. Since only one out of five channels shows a positive relationship, 
hypothesis 3 is rejected. Opinion leadership is not positively related to the use of mass media 
channels. Hypothesis 4 on the other hand is confirmed, all personal channels are positively 
related to opinion leadership. However, the explained variances are very low. Specification 2 
of the model shows that all relationships found in specification 1 are in fact for a large part 
explained by “Knowledge Base”, this confirms hypothesis 5. For all channels, the estimated 
coefficient  of  “OL_KB”  has  decreased  to  a  non-significant  value,  except  for  the  model 
predicting surfing on the internet. Specification 3 shows that, corrected for knowledge base 
and demographics, opinion leadership (“OL_DEMKB”) is positively related to “Shopping” 
and “Phoning”. “Knowledge Base” is positively related to all channels except for “Radio” and 
“Papers & Magazines”. There is a positive relationship between “Age” and “TV”, “Age” and 
“Radio”, and “Age” and “Papers  & Magazines”, whereas there  is  a negative  relationship 
between “Age” and “Internet”, “Age” and “E-mail & Chatting”, and “Age” and “Friends & 
Family”.  This  finding  indicates  that  the  elderly  use  traditional  media  channels  more 
frequently,  while  youth  use  new  media  channels  more  frequently.  This  is  supported  by 
findings of Bussele, et al. (1999).   16 
Men spend more time surfing on the internet than women, this also confirms Bussele et al. 
(1999). Women spend more time on shopping and on telephoning, this finding is supported 
by  historical  observations  on  the  traditional  division  of  labour  between  men  and  women 
(Witkowski, 1999).  
 
 
Insert Table 3 about here 
 
 
Living in a household with children has a slight negative relation to listening to the radio, but 
this only explains 0.4 % of the variance.  
“TV”, “Radio”, “Shopping” and “Phoning” are all negatively related to “Education Level”, 
while “Papers & Magazines” is positively related. This finding shows that education level is 
related to the type of information provided by the medium. Papers and magazines are more 
difficult  to  access,  but  also provide  information  that  is  more  appreciated  by  more-highly 
educated  individuals  (Katz  &  Gurevitch,  1973);  traditional  electronic  media  (such  as 
Television and Radio) seem to be more appreciated by less-educated individuals.   
 “Hours of Labour” is negatively related to all mass media channels, except for “Radio” that 
shows a slight positive effect. This finding is probably due to the fact the people who work 
more hours have less time to use mass media channels. Listening to the radio is an exception, 
but only 0.1 % of the variance is explained. Also, all personal channels are negatively related 
to “Hours of Labour”, except for “Phoning”. A possible explanation again is that people who 
work more hours have less time to spend on personal channels. The telephone is an alternative 
to personal contact, without actual physical interaction.  
“Inhabitants” is positively related to “Internet”, “Shopping” and “Phoning”. The relationship 
with surfing on the internet is supported by the findings of Farag et al. (2006), who show a 
positive relationship between urbanization and searching on-line. They explain their findings 
from  an  innovation  diffusion  perspective:  innovations  such  as  the  internet  diffuse  from   17 
urbanized areas to less urbanized areas (Rogers, 2003). Since urbanized areas also have more 
shopping opportunities, inhabitants show more shopping behaviour. This explains the positive 
relationship to shopping. The relationship between “Inhabitants” and “Phoning” is probably 
significant due to the large sample size; however, it only explains 0.2 % of the variance.  
 
Insert Table 4 about here 
 
Table 4 shows the results of the models explaining the use of search channels. In specification 
1 there is indeed a linear positive relationship between “OL” and “Own Experience”, this 
confirms hypothesis 6. Also the inverted U-shaped relationships between opinion leadership 
and the search through personal and mass media channels, were predicted by hypotheses 7 
and 8.  The  inverted U-shaped relationships  resulting  from  the  equations  are  displayed  in 
Figure 3. The exact turning points can be calculated by dividing the negative value of the 
linear term by two times the value of the squared term.  
 




The turning point for searching using personal channels is at 0.584 standard deviations (SD)
3 
from the mean. Individuals who score on the 72
nd percentile of the opinion leadership scale 
are mostly using personal channels to search, those who are above and below this turning 
point are searching less. It should be noted however that the explained variance for personal 
channels search is rather low. The turning point for mass media search is at 3.0 SD. This 
corresponds  to  0.1  %  of  the  sample,  or  approximately  two  respondents.  With  only  two 
respondents, it is difficult to say whether there is an actual decrease in the search using mass 
                                                 
3 This value was calculated using the standardized coefficients.    18 
media after the turning point or whether the search remains at its maximum after 3.0 SD from 
the mean. 
In specification 2, it is shown that the inverted U-shapes are explained by knowledge base, 
“OL_KBSQ” is not significant, while “Knowledge Base SQ” is, but marginally (p=0.047) 
when predicting “Mass Media Search”. The turning point for search using personal channels 
is at 0.879 SD from the mean (or on the 81
st percentile). If this is compared to the turning 
point  with  opinion  leadership,  it  is  found  that  opinion  leaders  are  searching  less  using 
personal channels compared to other high knowledge  individuals. An explanation for this 
difference might be that knowledge base was measured objectively, while opinion leadership 
was a subjective measure. It is likely that many of the effects found in relation to opinion 
leadership are in fact better explained by subjective knowledge, than by objective knowledge.  
The turning point for “Mass Media Search” is at 4.0 SD from the mean of “Knowledge Base”. 
Opinion leadership and knowledge base are thus both found to be related to mass media 
search through an inverted U-shape. No respondent in the sample has a value of 4.0 SD above 
the mean. There is thus a maximum influence, but no decrease. This finding may be due to the 
fact that the scale for measuring knowledge base (16 discrete categories) is not sufficiently 
detailed to detect turning points at the far end of the scale. However, the shapes of the curves 
from  opinion  leadership  and  knowledge  base  do  correspond.  There  still  is  a  significant 
positive  effect  of  “OL_KB”  on  “Own  Experience”  and  “Mass  Media  Search”  (although 
smaller). Hypothesis 9 is therefore confirmed.  
Specification 3 shows that, when correcting also for demographics, the inverted U-shapes 
with knowledge base disappear, while an inverted U-shape reappears for opinion leadership 
(“OL_DEMKBSQ”  is  significant  again).  The  non-significance  of  the  inverted  U-shape 
between “Knowledge Base” and “Influence Personal Channels” is in fact due to the effects of 
“Education Level” (analysis not shown here), which could also be taken as a measure for 
general  knowledge  base.  There  is  no  clear  variable  that  changes  the  significance  of 
“Knowledge  Base  SQ”  and  “Mass  Media  Search”.  The  influence  of  the  demographics 
changes little in these relationships.     19 
“Age”  is  negatively  related  to  “Own  Experience”.  In  purchasing  consumer  electronics, 
younger individuals are more inclined to base their purchases on their own experiences, than 
the elderly. This might be due to the fact that younger people may perceive themselves to be 
more knowledgeable (see table 2), and can therefore rely more on their own experience. The 
results also show that in this domain younger people make more use of personal channels and 
mass media to find new information. A possible explanation is that older people make more 
use of other channels, such as experts, than younger people.  
Men are more inclined to base their purchases on their own experience than women, while 
women are searching more through personal channels  than men. Table 1 shows that men 
perceive themselves to be more knowledgeable than women, and thus they rely more on their 
own  experience.  Women perceive themselves  to be less  knowledgeable  and are  therefore 
more inclined to use personal channels when purchasing new consumer electronics. There is 
no  effect  of  “Gender”  on  “Mass  Media  Search”.  Individuals  who  live  in  single  person 
households are less likely to search through personal channels than those who live in other 
types of households. This is likely due to the fact that these respondents are forced to be more 
independent by living alone. There is no personal influence from others living in the same 
household. 
Individuals with higher levels of education are more likely to search personal channels and 
less likely to search mass media, but this explains only 0.1 % of the variance. Finally, there is 
a  slight  negative  effect  from  “Hours  of  Labour”  on  the  use  of  “Own  Experience”.  This 
relationship, however, explains only 0.3 % of the variance.  
 
 
5.  Discussion and conclusion 
 
In the introduction, the following aim of this study was formulated: to apply the theory of 
knowledge-based learning on the relationship between opinion leadership and the use of a   20 
large  variety  of  channels  of  communication,  both  in  general  and  related  to  channels  for 
information  search  in  the  adoption  process  of new  products.  Our  study  was  focussed  on 
consumer  electronics  only.  We  will  present  and  discuss  the  key  results  for  theory  and 




Our results have three key theoretical implications. The first theoretical implication is that 
generalizations  about  opinion  leaders  tested  in  all  three  theoretical  models  are  largely 
explained by knowledge base. Knowledge-based theoretical frameworks such as the one by 
Van Rijnsoever  and Castaldi  (2008)  can  be used  as  explanatory  mechanisms  for  opinion 
leadership. There is no telling whether a larger perceived opinion leadership is caused by a 
larger knowledge base, or vice versa. Most likely it is the case that for a certain topic opinion 
leadership and  knowledge base co-evolve over  time.  This  will  need to be determined by 
future research.  
The second  theoretical  implication  is  about  the use of the two  step flow  model  (Katz  & 
Lazarsfeld, 1964). Opinion leadership was found to be related to personal channel search and 
mass media search through an inverted U-shape. In the case of mass media search, it is not 
clear whether the turning point is a maximum point or a turning point. The turning point at the 
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nd percentile for personal channels is interesting, because this is a relatively high value. 
Since opinion  leaders  are the ones who are most likely  to exert personal  influence upon 
others,  this  means  that  opinion  leaders  mostly  influence  other  highly  knowledgeable 
individuals.  The  finding  makes  sense  theoretically,  since  these  individuals  have  the 
knowledge base to place the information provided by opinion leaders into its context (Cohen 
&  Levinthal,  1990;  Rogers,  2003).  However,  as  a  consequence,  opinion  leaders  do  not 
influence everyone in a social system. People who score very low on the opinion leadership 
scale are much less influenced by personal channels. In other words the two-step flow model   21 
is too simplified for diffusion research, since low knowledge individuals lack the knowledge 
base to fully comprehend the knowledge provided by opinion leaders.  
The  third  theoretical  implication  is  about  the  use  of  mass  media  channels.  In  line  with 
previous claims (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1964; Rogers, 2003), we have found that opinion leaders 
are more in contact with mass media. However, this statement is too general for the domain of 
consumer electronics. In this product domain, opinion leaders make more use of the internet 
and spend less time on papers and magazines. The finding that opinion leaders have a higher 
usage of the internet is not surprising, since the internet forms a relatively new part of the 
consumer electronics domain in relation to other mass media channels. The generalizations 
made by Rogers (2003), come from an era when there was no internet, and may not longer 
hold in the present day.  The costs of using the internet are so low that it has changed the role 
of information search and supply dramatically (Hoffman & Novak, 1997; Rogers, 2003). In 
the  future,  this  may  also  change  the  role  of  opinion  leaders  in  the  two-step  flow  of 
communication. The internet might provide a new opportunity to bypass opinion leaders as 
information brokers. Instead, direct and inexpensive custom-made communication with the 
consumer can be used. However, the current results do not give an indication for this. An 
important question is to what extent opinion leaders will be able to use the internet as an 
additional means to communicate information about new innovations. Future research will 
need  to  provide  more  insight  on  how  the  internet  changes  the  two-step  flow  model  of 




In this study, demographic variables were included to help marketing managers develop more 
effective marketing strategies in the domain of consumer electronics. The most important 
implications will be discussed here.  
The results have shown that the majority of opinion leaders are young, male, have a job, and 
do not live in households with children. Since they already have a lot of information on the   22 
product domain, advertisements and commercials intending to target opinion leaders can thus 
best be designed to take these characteristics into account.  
Next, a marketing strategy that targets opinion leaders should focus on the internet as the most 
important source for information. This requires relatively little effort, since the demographic 
characteristics of heavy internet users do not differ much from the characteristics of opinion 
leaders. The majority are again young males, but they work less hours, and they are more 
likely to live in larger cities.  
Further, opinion leaders essentially prefer the same medium (Internet) for both mass media 
channel use in general (Surfing on Web pages) as personal channel use (e-mail and chatting). 
This could provide opportunities for marketers to connect the influence by mass media to 
personal channels. Individuals that are likely to be influenced by personal channels (and thus 
more likely by opinion leaders) are high knowledgeable, young, female, higher educated and 
do not to live in a one person household. This profile partly fits with the personal channels 
that are particularly related to opinion leaders: e-mail & chat and friends & family. These 
channels are also preferred by young people who work fewer hours. Gender has no effect on 
the use of these channels. However, the results have shown that men are more likely to be 
opinion leaders and that females are more likely to be influenced by personal channels. This 
indicates an information flow regarding consumer electronics from men to women through 
personal channels.  Also, the elderly and those who work longer hours are less likely to be 
targeted by personal channels.   
Finally, in a marketing strategy that uses a two-step flow model, TV, radio and shopping are 
not  the  obvious  choice  to  target  opinion  leaders,  since  they  are  not  related  to  opinion 
leadership. These channels can however serve to create awareness of a product or a need 
(Blackwell, Miniard, & Engel, 2001; Rogers, 2003). Women for example spend significantly 
more time on shopping than men, and they are more likely to be influenced by personal 
channels.  Using  shopping  as  a  channel  to  create  a  need  for  women  can  thus  be  used  in 
combination with an opinion leadership based strategy.  
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Factor extracted from 6-item 5 point Likert scale 
used by Flynn et al, 1996.  
     
1.  My  opinion  on  consumer  electronics 
seems not to count with other people.* 
2.84  1.15  .363 
2.  When  they  purchase  consumer 
electronics, other people do not turn to 
me for advice.* 
2.72  1.21  .364 
3.  Other  people  rarely  come  to  me  for 
advice about consumer electronics. * 
2.58  1.16  .549 
4.  People  I  know  purchase  consumer 
electronics based on what I told them. 
2.26  1.01  .664 
5.  I often persuade other people to buy the 
consumer electronics that I like. 
2.11  .99  .513 
Opinion 
leadership  
6.  I often influence people’s opinion about 
consumer electronics. 
2.26  1.02  .633 
Knowledge 
base  
The  number  of  consumer  electronics  the 
respondent owns from a set of 15 products 
(PDA,  High  Definition  TV,  iPod,  Flat  Panel 
Television,  Game  Console  Webcam,  MP3-
Player  Notebook  Dolby-Surround  System, 
Mobile Phone with Camera Function, Digital 
Camera,  Broadband  Internet,  Desktop  PC, 
DVD-Player, Mobile Phone).  
6.55  2.97   
Demo-
graphics 
1.  Age (years)  42.54  18.75   
  2.  Sex (1: male/ 2: female)  1=940 
2 = 932 
   
  3.  Household  composition  (1:  Single,  2: 
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  4.  Education  level  (the  highest  finished 
education  on  an  ordinal  scale  of  7 
points  indicating  the  Dutch  education 
levels) 
3.74  1.79   
  5.  Hours of paid labour per week    18.79  18.65   
  6.  Amount  of  Inhabitants  in  the  place  of 
residence (1:<10.000, 2: 10.000-50.000, 
3: 50.000-100.000, 4:>100.000) 
2.63  1.08   
Number of hours per week for private purposes 
spent on: 
     
1.  Watching TV  12.54  8.77   
2.  Listening to the radio  8.13  11.54   
3.  Surfing on the internet  5.47  6.98   






5.  Reading magazines and newspapers  5.21  5.17   
6.  E-mail and Chatting  4.33  6.07   
7.  Telephoning  3.19  3.57   
Use of 
Personal 
Channels  8.  Spending time with friends and relatives 
(this  does  not  include  contacting  with 
the telephone, internet or contacts with 
people from the same household) 
10.90  10.55   
I  get  the  idea  to  purchase  new  consumer 
electronics by: (using a 5 point likert scale)   




1.  My own experience  3.29  1.09   
2.  Family living in my household  3.07  1.19  .395 
3.  Friends and relatives  3.39  .99  .650 
4.  Other  people  around  me  (school  or 
work for example) 





  5.  People on the street  2.18  1.06  .339 
6.  Through  shops  where  I  can  purchase 
the product 
3.02  1.07  .492  Mass media 
search 
7.  Radio and Television  2.82  1.06  .591   28 
8.  Advertisements and folders  2.96  1.09  .549 
9.  Internet sites (no e-mail and chatting)  2.65  1.23  .369 
Table 1: The measurement of the variables. * Items are reverse coded. Expl. Var = Explained 
Variance from the principle components analysis. Indicators 2, 3, 4 from the use of search 
channels are used for personal channels, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9 are used for mass media channels. 
Valid N = 1872.  The extracted factors were correlated with a measure that summed the 
indicators per concept directly. The correlation coefficient between both measures is above 
0.99 in all instances. The extracted factors were used.    
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Model Specification  Independent variable  OL  OL_KB 
1  Constant  .007   
  Knowledge base   .458***   
  Adjusted R
2  .207   
  Residuals Variable  OL_KB   
2   Constant   1.463***  1.196*** 
  Age   -.016***  -.005*** 
  Sex  -.547***  -.484*** 
  Household: Single  -.078  .003 
  Household: Together     
  Household: Kids  -.153**  -.276*** 
  Education level   .005  -.033* 
  Hours of Work   .004**  -.001 
  Inhabitants  .030  .016 
  Adjusted R
2  .180  .076 
  Residuals Variable  OL_DEM  OL_DEMKB 
Table 2: The results for the models predicting opinion leadership. *: p<0.05, **:p<0.01, 
***p<0.001. “Household : Together” is the reference category.  Despite the standardized 
variables, the intercept for specification 1 is larger than zero, due to missing values. 
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Constant  12.551  8.141  5.430***  3.087***  5.215***  4.312***  3.186***  10.883***  1 
OL   -.317  -.508  2.042***  -.056  -.531***  .860***  .209*  .621* 
  Adjusted R
2  .001  .001  .085  .000  .010  .020  .003  .003 
Constant  12.570  8.152***  5.390  3.088***  5.234***  4.273***  3.182***  10.858*** 




-.990***  -.610*  2.282***  -.035  -.997***  1.861***  .225***  1.382*** 
  Adjusted R
2  .012  .002  .132  -.001  .036  .092  .004  .016 
Constant   13.333***  8.519***  10.230***  .593  .486  8.300***  1.789***  19.919*** 




.718**  .661  1.522***  .361***  .129  1.355***  .499***  .681* 
  Age   .088***  .082***  -.076***  .003  .107***  -.084***  .005  -.145*** 
  Sex  -.110  .384  -1.469***  1.889***  -.042  .344  .897***  -.388 
  Household:  
Single 
.339  -.588  .087  -.215  -.146  -.262  .409  .682 
  Household: 
Together 
               
  Household: 
 Kids 
-.361  -1.444*  -.353  -.321  -.467  -.298  -.154  -.531 
  Education 
level  
-.899***  -.920***  .083  -.116**  .246***  .019  -.171***  -.153 
  Hours of 
Labour 
-.056***  .040*  -.027**  -.015***  -.020**  -.053***  .001  -.109*** 
                   
  Inhabitants  .054  -.341  .370**  .182**  -.009  .076  .162*  .179 
  Adjusted R
2  .078  .035  .163  .130  .148  .175  .031  .115   31 
Table 3: The results for the models predicting communication channel use.  *: p<0.05, 
**:p<0.01, ***p<0.001. “Household: Together” is the reference category.   














Constant    .084**  .062* 
OL  .638***  .118***  .362*** 
1 
OLSQ  -.035  -.079***  -.060*** 
  Adjusted R
2  .106  .019  .126 
Constant    .118***  .046  2 
OL_KB  .430***  .016  .215*** 
  OL_KBSQ  -.035  -.030  -.015 
  Knowledge Base  .578***  .198***  .352*** 
  Knowledge Base SQ  -.017  -.087***  -.034* 
  Adjusted R
2  .135  .055  .171 
Constant     -.139  .536***  3 
OL_DEMKB  .374***  .063**  .206*** 
  OL_DEMKBSQ  -.008  -.042**  -.007 
  Knowledge Base  .444***  .121***  .319*** 
  Knowledge Base SQ  .015  -.034  -.025 
  Age   -.012***  -.009***  -.007*** 
  Sex  -.436***  .376***  -.027 
  Household: Single  .057  -.183**  .064 
  Household: Together       
  Household: Kids  -.100  .037  -.031 
  Education level   .037  .029*  -.031* 
  Hours of Labour  -.005*  -.000  -.002 
  Inhabitants  .002  -.017  -.007 
  (Nagelkerke)  
Adjusted R
2 
.146  .119  .184 
Table 4: The results for the models predicting communication channel influence.  *: p<0.05, 
**:p<0.01, ***p<0.001. The parameters for household: together are redundant. Despite the 
standardized variables, the intercepts for specification 1 and 2 are larger than zero, this is due   33 
to missing values. Own Experience was measured on a 5 point Likert Scale, therefore ordinal 
regression was used.  
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Figure 2: The theoretical relationships between the size of the knowledge base and the use of 
search channels according to Van Rijnsoever and Castaldi (2008). 
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Figure 3: The empirical relationships between opinion leadership and use of search channels 
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